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The book presented here I know only second hand, since I do not read Chinese. But I know all the works which form the material for it, which I have read in the form of working papers, conference papers and drafts. Also I know the author’s research process from the beginning till the completion of the doctoral thesis. So instead of commenting the book itself I want to take the opportunity to outline the background for this scientific work, and also tell about my impressions from this process, which was an impressive cultural and scientific exploration journey, as well as a solid piece of autonomous empirical research.
   
Xu Gai was my first experience as a co-supervisor for a native Chinese student, with all the fascinating cultural exchanges which was involved in it. We met first time in Shanghai when I was teaching at, and she was helpful in guiding “in order to practice English”. Later I found that she had much higher ambitions in terms of studying foreign language and culture. Xu Gai has turned out to be extremely insistent and energetic in studying and digesting the life history research paradigm that has been developed in an entirely different societal and cultural context than her own, as well as in acquiring a scientific and cultural insight into Danish academic life that is very impressive.

Xu Gai was only my second Chinese phd student. The first one - years back – was a resident in Denmark, and had her master’s degree from USA, but she researched some of the conditions for nursing education in China. It gave me a guided insight into elderly people’s life and experience of the Chinese modernisation. Later I had the opportunity to establish a collaboration with the Institute for Adult and Continuing Education, which gave – thanks to (then) dean Sun, professors Shi and Jian Huang, and several other colleagues the opportunity to introduce some scientific approaches and methods that had turned out to be very useful in the development of qualitative empirical research of learning in Denmark. I have admired the outlook and patience of these Chinese colleagues, like I also have admired professor Ma for his accept and support to Xu Gai’s Danish explorations and to my participation in the guidance of her research. 
    
The Life History approach in the form it has been developed in the Graduate School of Lifelong Learning is a qualitative methodology, which has taken inspiration and experience from several human and social science disciplines. The intention is to develop an empirical educational research, which takes the learners perspective, focussing on the ‘the learning subject in societal context’. This means that we study the learners in there entire life as individuals who are shaped and influenced by their culture, class and not least their gender, but who are always making their own experience of these life conditions. 

The methods applied in the approach are basically text interpretation methods analysing transcripts of biographical interviews and thematic group discussions in different variations. 
 “Biography” is the most stable shared concept because it refers directly to the particular perspective and engagement of this research, and I know this term is also widely recognized in China. The term in Europe, however, refers to quite different current practices. In some traditions the research is focussing on the individual’s story as a source of knowledge. This goes from oral history traditions, where the focus is on the local or individual version of history, and also the many forms of heroic biographies where particular individuals or groups of individuals are interesting in them selves, to biographical sociology, which also treat biographies as sources of knowledge in the sense of realism.. Some of this research has developed as a very local and specific attention to a particular group of people in a specific context - giving voice to this group of people, most often asking them to tell their own story, but sometimes reconstructing their stories on the basis of interviews and/or other sources of information about their life as it appears to the learners themselves. This “realist” tradition tells us about the social reality of (potential) learners. 

Other approaches, which now tend to define themselves as constructivist approaches, in opposition to realism, have an obvious common reference to the concepts of “self” as the active construction of subject first sketched by G.H. Mead and generally founded in symbolic interactionism. There is a basic line of development from the interactionist medium classics and their attempts to theorize the relation between individual and society on to current social constructionism. Other developments   see biography as a specific representation of individual experiences, or of cultural orientations, based on the assumption that the very narrative act is the most direct or the most interesting representation of the learner subject. This view  is represented in a wide range of cultural studies, often with an explicit theoretical root in the American discourse, e.g. in post modern psychology and anthropology, in which culture and identity are closely connected with the notion of “narrativity”. In Jerome Bruners notions narrativity is a very general notion of forms of cognition, with a perspective to the ways of understanding all forms of cultural and social activity and symbolisation, and this may explain the potential of the notion as well as also some the accidental confusion between biography and narrative. 

We have preferred the main concept of Life History. When “life history” is taken to the fore, as the key concept, it is referring to the complex of an individual life and the subjective experience of this life seeing the life history as the relevant context for understanding the individual subjective experience, and most often linked with the understanding of individual lives as intrinsically societal. Within this conceptual framework the word biography is used in its more literal meaning as a notion of the specific form of text in which somebody describes a life, and autobiography describing one’s own life. In this use biography is subordinated under the concept of life history. This way of using the concept biography shares with the former version of biographical research - the “realist” one - the interest in evidence about the particular societal conditions, and with the second - the “constructivist” one - the idea that biography is  an epistemic or cultural matrice of interpretation which gives access to the subjective significance of this evidence. But neither the source of empirical evidence nor the final interpretation are necessarily delimited with the specific individual. Biography is seen as a specific format of interpreting one’s own life experience (autobiography) or the lives of others, but this format (“construction”)  is just one possible way of, and only part of  a subjective expression and representation of a life experience seen from a specific time and place. 

Such studies use the concept of life history for the subjective appropriation of living conditions, with particular emphasis on ruptures and transformations, defining an explicit epistemological interest in understanding the inseparable nature of subjective and societal experience, thus exposing not only the societal preconditioning of subjectivity but also the complex dynamics of human being, individually and collectively influencing societal development. They mostly draw on  psycho-societal research traditions, which comprise the understanding of sub- and preconscious levels of consciousness, individually and collectively, in life histories and in every day lives. The life history notion points to the understanding of the societal formation of subjectivity in the individual life, and the interplay of this historical subject with social contexts in everyday life.

The idea is not to focus on the specific individuals interviewed, though they are obviously interesting in them selves – but to extract insight of a more general nature. When Xu Gai studied the biographies of a few selected Chinese career women she also studied the history of Chinese people, the particular history of migration and belonging to two or more cultures – and indeed examples of modernized women who were able to, or became able to, create their own individual lives under these circumstances. Of course the selection of the sample represents a specific cross section of this society and a focus on certain dynamics of lives and careers which are not in any simple sense representative. Still they may tell us something important about how it was – and may be also: how it is – to be a middle class woman in a modernizing society. And more general it may tell us something about learning trajectories, and their dependence on real lived lives.

The decisive methodological challenge in such methods is the one of interpretation. Interpretations try to understand the explicit meaning in the expressions given by the learner/speaker, and then try to win a deeper understanding of the subjective dynamic in learning and education by interpreting this explicit meaning in the context of speaking as well as in the context of the life history of the speaker. 

I think that Xu Gai’s work may contribute to understanding of women’s careers and more general to learning careers in modernizing China. Chinese readers of the book can assess much better than I can. My most sincere hope is that it may also contribute to further develop the academic dialogue and mutual understanding which I have found so promising in my collaboration until now with East China Normal University.

I want to congratulate Xu Gai with her great work, and I want to celebrate with the East China Normal University the results of a confident and patient academic communication on a high level.  

